Measles during the Gulf War: a public health threat in Israel, the West Bank, and Gaza.
A measles outbreak began in Ramallah District in the West Bank in the period just before the outbreak of the Gulf War in 1991. After a local control program, the outbreak was contained to a total of 236 reported cases, including one death, but sporadic cases appeared over the ensuing months. An epidemic of measles followed 2-3 weeks later in Beer Sheva district in Israel, initially among the Bedouin population just prior to the outbreak of the war, then spreading to the Jewish population. The epidemic reached its peak during the war in February, continuing into March. There were a total of over 433 reported cases, with 203 hospitalizations and 7 deaths. The epidemic was slowed by curtailment of school and other civilian activities, and a mass vaccination campaign reaching 60,000 children, but was spread by crowded conditions in hospital, and was spread to other parts of the country by internal population migration. An epidemic of a preventable disease occurring during a national emergency adds to the burdens of the health system. The public health system must be prepared to contain epidemics and other public health threats in wartime, employing standard control methods developed and practiced during peacetime. Routine immunization policies should take into account the possibility of a civilian epidemic during national emergencies, and the need to assure protection of both the civilian and military population in preparation for such contingencies.